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　20世紀型の総合商社は死んだ。言葉をかえれば従来どおりの発想、意思決定、行動を続けるかぎり、
総合商社は21世紀を生き抜いていくことはできない。なぜなら、そういう存在に対して21世紀の世
界の経済社会は価値を認めないからである。それでは総合商社に明日はないのか。もちろんある。そ
れは一口でいえばみずからを「取引仲介業」から「情報仲介業」に根本的に変質させることである。そ
こでは事業も取引もすべて情報という価値基準に基づいて分類、整理され、評価される。
総合商社は業法に縛られた規制業種ではなかった。それゆえに、国内的な規制の枠組みではなく、国
際的なパースペクティブの中で持続的成長を少なくともバブル崩壊までは実現してきた。その意味で
は、ビッグバンの時代に入れば、当然のごとく総合商社の活動範囲が飛躍的に拡大し、21世紀の日本
のリーディング・インダストリーになることすら期待されたのであったが、現実の姿はそれとはほど
遠く、未来への展望も十分に拓けていない状況にある。何故、総合商社は未来に向っての展望を拓き、
新しいビジネス社会の創出に手間取っているのだろうか。
The twentieth-century-style Sogo-Shosha (General Trading Company) is dead. In other words, to the
extent that it continues to espouse conventional concepts, decision-making processes and behaviors, the
Sogo-Shosha will not survive the 21st century. The primary reason for this is that, as it is presently configured,
the Sogo-Shosha has no value for the 21st century. However, does this mean that there is no tomorrow for
the Sogo-Shosha? Of course not. In a word, the future lies in the fundamental transformation of the Sogo-
Shosha from a transaction exchange into an information exchange. In effect, every operation and every
transaction conducted by the Sogo-Shosha must be classified, regulated and evaluated in respect of a new
standard, an informational standard of value.
The Sogo-Shosha has not been bound by industry-specific regulations. Indeed, unhindered by domestic
restrictions, Sogo-Shosha was able to record sustained growth in the international perspective, at least up
to the collapse of the Japanese bubble economy. In this sense, with the advent of the Big Bang, the range of
activities of Sogo-Shosha was to be greatly extended, and, naturally, they were expected to become the
leading industry in 21th century Japan. However, reality is far removed from this ideal. Why has Sogo-
Shosha fumbled in their efforts to open new vistas and create viable business opportunities for the future?
総合商社、ブランド価値、信用、商社金融、商社マン、知のプラットフォーム、くもの巣型組織
Sogo-Shosha, Brand Asset, Credibility, Shosha financing, Shosha-man, Intelligence platform, Spider web
organization
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Ⅰ　The Operation of Sogo-Shosha
1. The Managerial Resources of Sogo-Shosha
Sogo-Shosha form part of what can be referred to
as a “large-scale commercial distribution industry
centered on wholesaling.” This industry is distinct
from the manufacturing industry as it centers its
activities on wholesaling, and also from the
transportation industry, as it engages in commercial
distribution rather than physical distribution of
products. Furthermore, Sogo-Shosha also differ from
supermarkets, bulk sales outlets, the fast-food industry,
automobile dealers and other such retail industries.
“Large-scale” refers to total yearly sales in excess of
ten trillion yen.
A characteristic feature of the Japanese economic
system has been the absence of Shosha-specific
regulations, even though industry-specific regulations
have limited participation in the activities of these
regulated industries. Therefore, while specific
products and services have been regulated, the essence
of Sogo-Shosha activities have never been subject to
unified control under the law. As a consequence, the
activities of Sogo-Shosha have become extremely
diverse. While centering their activity in the wholesale
industry, Sogo-Shosha have also pursued commercial
policies, either directly, or, through subsidiaries and
joint-venture operations in other areas as well. Two
good examples of this are Sogo-Shosha ventures in
manufacturing and retail sales.
Briefly stated, the core competence of Sogo-Shosha
lies in its brand asset. A good brand generates
credibility. Credibility is the foundation for every
exchange and operation conducted by Sogo-Shosha.
Spurred on by this idea, Sogo-Shosha have expended
effort for many years in order to achieve brand
recognition on a domestic and international scale. This
commitment has sometimes come at the cost of heavy
economic and non-economic sacrifices.
Particulary for Sogo-Shosha, credibility plays a
large role in the raising of capital. Successful
procurement of capital is based on the capacity for
diversification and high ratings, which are themselves
acquired on the basis of international reputation. To
the extent that international reputation and high ratings
are the foundation for brand asset, they are important
qualitative factors that are decisive in the evaluation
of Sogo-Shosha, by foreign firms as viable business
partners. Brand asset is born from the mutual
interaction of the diversified managerial resources held
by Sogo-Shosha. In other words, while human
resources, money and information have been the basis
for all Sogo-Shosha operations, Sogo-Shosha have
also been very aware of the value of credibility,
technology, time and scale as managerial resources.
The proper combination of these elements has allowed
Sogo-Shosha to successfully develop a number of
diverse business activities. However, a large change
has taken place in the nature of the managerial
resources that have supported the competitiveness of
Sogo-Shosha up to the present. This is apparent, for
example in the transformation of capital and
information, two of the most powerful managerial
resources available to Sogo-Shosha.
2.  Capital
In the production-distribution-consumption process,
capital flows in the opposite direction of goods and
services. As a consequence, in order to make possible
the smooth flow of goods and services, it is also
necessary to ensure the smooth flow of the money
behind them. For Sogo-Shosha engaged in commercial
distribution, the so-called "Shosha financing" function
is crucial; and it is this function that cash-strapped
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companies depend on most. Therefore, the capital
needs of Sogo-Shosha with annual sales of ten trillion
yen are extensive. To raise the capital they need, Sogo-
Shosha use a combination of proprietary capital and
reserve funds, but also rely heavily on external capital
in the form of loans from financial institutions and
corporate and other types of bonds. At present, external
financing is by far the most utilized method of
financing
Considering the roles played by Sogo-Shosha and
financial institutions in the financing of business
ventures, generally speaking, Sogo-Shosha deal not
only with the flow of money, but are also directly
involved in the flow of goods and services of their
partner and client companies. This makes it possible
for Sogo-Shosha to judge and evaluate product
competitiveness, managerial competence and business
potential from a perspective that is "different from that
of financial institutions." This is an indispensable
aspect of the concept of Shosha financing.
In this way, Sogo-Shosha, using their own judgment
and at their own risk, have made capital available for
companies to which banks have been reluctant to lend,
serving as an impetus for economic activity. However,
the protracted era of industrial capital deficiency that
followed World War II is now over. The excessive
liquidity of recent years is forcing changes to the
concept of Shosha financing.
Of course, from an international perspective, there
continue to be great expectations of Shosha financing,
especially among developing nations. In developed
nations, particularly in the universe of venture
businesses, which suffers from chronic capital
deficiency, Shosha financing has received close
attention as a capital source. Moreover, Sogo-Shosha
have themselves become aggressive about directly and
indirectly developing business investments. Given
this, the demand for Shosha financing will continue
to be high. At the same time, there is also a growing
need for long-term funding. This means that the
methods used to procure capital must be adapted to
meet these needs. Continuing changes in direct capital
market financing will necessitate that Sogo-Shosha
pay very close attention to ratings and to the upkeep
of stock prices.
In the midst of stagnant corporate performance that
has continued since the end of the bubble economy,
Sogo-Shosha have failed to adequately explain to
stakeholders how changes in their business activities
are related to the future. Sogo-Shosha have instead
chosen to simply report the results of makeshift book-
balancing achieved after much strenuous effort. This
indicates that Sogo-Shosha have not fulfilled their
information disclosure and educational obligations to
their clients. This continued lack of transparency,
coupled with poor performance will naturally affect
the ratings and stock prices of Sogo-Shosha. Were this
to create higher capital costs, it would trigger a
corresponding decline in competitiveness and a further
worsening of performance. And this is just the
beginning.
When the present (and unnatural) near-zero interest
rate policy in Japan is corrected, all companies with
large outstanding debt balances, including Sogo-
Shosha, must be prepared for foul wind. In the Big
Bang storm, leading securities companies are running
for cover under the umbrellas of foreign firms. This
probably means that Sogo-Shosha will be compelled
to conduct information disclosure and set their
financial and accounting policies in accordance with
international standards, as they seek to raise capital
on the capital markets. Switching securities companies
is an option, but does not solve the problem associated
with standards. How they adjust their capital policies
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in the face of violent changes in the economic
environment, whether or not they are able to do this
will indeed be a key factor in the rebirth of Sogo-
Shosha in the 21st century. As we will see, the changes
described for capital also apply to information, which
is being subject to similar forces.
3.  Information
All human economic activity begins with
information. In the pre-information era, when the
collection and transmission of information was neither
convenient nor fast, the first to obtain precise
information was granted the opportunity for untold
riches. A good example is Nathan Rothschild, who in
1815 was able to directly confirm the defeat of
Napoleon at Waterloo. Using this information
Rothschild amassed a huge fortune on the London
Stock Exchange in a matter of hours.
However, in recent decades, the mind-boggling
advancement of communications technology has
meant that events from the four corners of the globe
now reach our eyes and ears almost instantaneously.
This shows that information is no longer reserved for
the privileged few. Given this, it would appear that
Sogo-Shosha's value as collectors and transmitters of
information is decreasing. However, it goes without
saying that information is not limited to the
information available through media such as
newspapers, television and magazines. In business,
the "general information" indiscriminately provided
to the public is, of course, important, however, even
more important is what is commonly known as
"specific information". Specific information refers to
individual units of information generated in the process
of human interaction. As a managerial resource, this
type of information represents a lifeline for Sogo-
Shosha.
In the media world, an "exclusive" story loses its
value once it is made public. However, the specific
information offered by Sogo-Shosha is not simply
transmitted from one individual to another individual.
Rather, a relationship based on trust is established
through extensive contact and information is
generated, either as a process in the course of mutual
exchange, or as the result of the exchange itself.
Experientially speaking, this can be likened to the
"Shosha-man's" (Trading Company employee) efforts
to expand his horizons and create a personal network
of contacts. In this process the Shosha-man engages
in an exchange of information and views based on
mutual trust, friendship and goodwill, which leads to
the acquisition of valuable specific information.
Vigorous information-generating activity
continuously takes place both domestically and
internationally. For example, Sogo-Shosha have
established hundreds of overseas bases at a significant
cost, where hundreds, sometimes even a thousand
employees and their families are stationed; and these
operations employ three times as many local staff as
Japanese staff. The purpose of all this activity is not
simply to acquire local resources and materials, or to
sell products on the Japanese market. Rather, the point
is to establish intimate contacts with influential
individuals, important companies, high-ranking
government officials, and national and local leaders
in order to conduct rewarding informational activities
that can trigger new exchanges and business
opportunities.
What is apparent is that information in an era of
information overload, in particular specific
information, will continue to be a crucial managerial
resource for Sogo-Shosha. However, it is not only the
creation and acquisition of information that is
important. The selection and editing of information
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are also important keys for linking information to real
business investments. For the Shosha-man working
in a deluge of information, this process of selection
and editing is a part of the daily operations he carries
out half-consciously. However, whether this series of
operations - evaluation, selection and editing - can be
carried out continuously and intelligently will
determine the sublimation of information into
intellectual property. In other words, as long as
information is not filtered through intelligence, it has
no pure value and can make no contribution to business
investments. Complex information must be evaluated
and selected on the basis of one standard. When the
information obtained is coordinated and matched,
informational value is born.
In the event that the information obtained cannot
be coordinated and matched, a process of feedback
can be initiated to acquire new information.
Information from other sources can also be obtained
and a process of re-matching can then be carried out.
This series of steps, which must be carried out
expeditiously, is what editing refers to. Unedited
information is irrelevant to the activities of Sogo-
Shosha. The recent currency crisis experienced by
Russia provides food for thought. In this case,
information-editing ability clearly carried the day. The
ability to respond quickly and precisely to
developments there, made the difference between huge
losses or gains. Human beings (company employees)
generate information and human beings edit
information. Because of this, the intellectual ability
of the individuals involved in the information editing
process and the intellectual capacity of the Sogo-
Shosha who employ them determine competitiveness.
The money and information, etc., described up to
this point are the fruits of the labor of each and every
Shosha-man. In this sense, human resources are the
most fundamental lifeline that Sogo-Shosha have.
However, the future of Sogo-Shosha will be
determined by the presence of capable managers and
staff who are considered superior not only according
to domestic standards, but who are able to use their
excellence in competitive global business ventures.
Furthermore, considering the accelerated growth of
pivotal cutting-edge sectors such as electronics,
biotechnology and new materials, even Sogo-Shosha
whose competence lies in keeping pace with the times,
or even running ahead of the times, can no longer claim
not to understand technology". Sogo-Shosha that do
so can be expected to lose opportunities for new
exchanges and business investments. This much is
clear.
However, Sogo-Shosha have a large number of
"specialist trading company" rivals. Specialist trading
companies focus on a particular industrial sector, with
which they have cast their lot in a convoy system.
Within these sectors, specialist trading companies have
even acquired technological competence. Sogo-
Shosha are beginning to feel the pressure. They are
coming to the realization that in order to meet their
rivals' advances, they too will have to acquire a high-
level of technological expertise.
Of course, the technological know how Sogo-
Shosha are expected to have is not the technical
production or product development ability of
manufacturers. Rather, it is the ability to understand
and evaluate technology that Sogo-Shosha are
expected to have. They also require the ability to track
increasingly complex developments in technology and
the ability to understand, evaluate and combine these
advancements in order to link them to the creation of
new markets, exchanges and business investment
opportunities.
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4. Establishing Preferential  Commercial
Relationships - Selected Topics
Using the managerial resources available to them,
Sogo-Shosha have up to the present been able to
successfully establish their existing preferential
commercial relationships, but this process has now
come under scrutiny. Looking at how they have
established their preferential commercial relationships
from a historical perspective, it can be seen that, in
the  major i ty  of  cases ,  Sogo-Shosha have
fundamentally tried to act as solution providers to their
clients, offering dynamic problem-solving in response
to the needs of the latter. The problem-solving methods
employed have included conventional trading,
investment and financing, etc. How have Sogo-Shosha
established and successfully maintained their
preferential commercial relationships? Generalizing
from available examples, we can think of four
processes used.
(1) “Identifying” refers to the process of collecting
information from the market and using foresight
to unearth hidden needs.
(2) “Planning & Coordination” refer to the internal
process of new business planning using a variety
of functions.
(3) “Risk Taking” refers to the acceptance of
necessary risk (country risk, investment risk, etc.)
(4) “Operating” refers to the securing of revenues
from fees and dividends; and profit margins, etc.,
earned from exchanges and business investment
activities.
These four processes form a cycle that open up
avenues for business expansion: Identifying - Planning
& Coordination - Risk Taking - Operating -
Identifying). However, there are fundamental
problems. The first one is that the transition from
process (1) to (4) has become more difficult. In other
words, the process of creating new business
opportunities while collecting market information
through exchange and business investment operations
is no longer easy. Contributing to this difficulty is the
fact that Sogo-Shosha must focus their energies on
existing operations, some of which have been
developed over the course of decades. This is
especially true for the more matured operations of
Sogo-Shosha. In essence, the point can be made that
Sogo-Shosha do not have the time and psychological
reserves necessary to anticipate client and market
needs in order to create new business. In some cases,
Sogo-Shosha lack the self-esteem and the enthusiasm
to do so. In the operational world of process (4), in
many cases, cost competition develops, as time passes,
which leaves only two options: foster new clients or
lower costs through the creation of subsidiaries and
affiliates. In either case, the responsibility of managers
is heavy. Motivated by the thought that jobs must be
created, Sogo-Shosha managers fall into the tendencies
of skipping over processes (2) and (3) and making
proposals only in respect of process (3), Risk Taking.
There are also a number of problems with process
(2). Functions that were once identified with Sogo-
Shosha - administrative (paperwork), linguistic,
informational (with respect to overseas information),
legal, financial and marketing, etc. - have, in response
to changing client needs, either been taken over by
clients themselves, or, depending on the industry, are
now performed by specialists, which has limited the
range of Sogo-Shosha activities. Sogo-Shosha have
lost their grasp of the market, due to a proliferation of
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back office operations and internal control operations.
Moreover, the organizational hierarchy of Sogo-
Shosha has become a bottleneck; they are no longer
able to respond comprehensively to their clients' needs.
Processes (3) and (4) are not without their problems,
either. Great socioeconomic changes and changes in
the structure of industry are taking place on a global
level. The needs of partner and client companies of
Sogo-Shosha continue to grow and Sogo-Shosha are
being increasingly asked to provide more coordination
and networking. Under these circumstances, the fact
that processes (1) and (2) have become problematic is
a serious concern for business development, especially
in terms of establishing new preferential commercial
relationships.
In other words, Sogo-Shosha have become too
attached to their sales function. They have lost sight
of how to respond to the needs and wants of clients,
their most important asset, and their industry. In many
cases, there is a concern that Sogo-Shosha have
become unable to proactively participate in industry
restructuring and internationalization efforts, two of
the most important market developments. It is also
feared that they can no longer establish and maintain
commercial rights. Therefore, the primary issues
facing Sogo-Shosha are how well they can strengthen
processes (1) and (2), and how well they can recover
their balance and integrate the four processes into a
smooth configuration. To achieve this, it will be
necessary that Sogo-Shosha review their internal
structures and form of thinking, and carry out reforms.
5.  The Sogo-Shosha's Revolution in Thinking
As we head into the 21st century, our society and
economy are experiencing rapid changes. These
changes are rendering obsolete the elements, functions
and beliefs that have conventionally been associated
with Sogo-Shosha. They are heralding the arrival of
an era in which only the best will be selected. However,
the changes that the world is now undergoing will
bring the rebirth of a new system far removed from
the conventional framework of economic activity. It
is very probable that by strengthening their ability to
provide clients with diverse solutions, Sogo-Shosha
can guarantee their superior position as an industry.
In essence, the primary business axis of Sogo-Shosha
can be conceptualized as a market creation approach.
The first major responsibility of management using
this approach is to clarify the role of its company.
Second, management must ascertain the strengths of
its organization and thoroughly reinforce these.
Furthermore, management needs to create in an
environment in which the ideals of "customer
satisfaction", "employee drive and creativity" and
"dialogue with the market" can be realized. In other
words, management's mission is to initiate a revolution
in the thinking of employees and re-educate them to
improve the company's internal organization and
create structures that are appropriate to a new age.
Doing this will facilitate the veritable re-engineering
of the Sogo-Shosha.
As the business environment continues to  change
rapidly, it will become extremely crucial that
companies clarify their reasons for being, in essence
bestowing new missions upon themselves. In the
configuration of exchange and business investment,
it is very difficult to separate the idea of obtaining
and selling products from the concept of work.
Manufacturing has reached its limits. Even
manufacturers are moving away from the idea of
simply producing goods. For non-manufacturer Sogo-
Shosha, it will be very difficult to create new business
opportunities in this field. Therefore, the new mission
of Sogo-Shosha must be to create profit by offering
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domestic and international clients (not individuals, but
companies and other groups) diverse solutions,
moving away from the notion of "product" in its
exchanges and business investments. This will make
possible a change in perspective and in the manner in
which work is performed.
The domestic and international clients of Sogo-
Shosha are juggling myriad problems and issues in
the changing economic and business environment.
Focusing on these is the gist of the Sogo-Shosha's
rediscovery of its mission. This will lend motivation
to the Identifying and Planning & Coordination
processes described above, which will spark a new
vitality in accumulated assets (client networks and a
range of know how, etc.), leading to dynamic growth.
Next, it is important that companies ascertain their
strengths, that is to say, the elements that distinguish
them from other companies, and the source of those
strengths, in the process of confirming their core
competence.
Both domestically and internationally, there are
powerful manufacturers in every field. The number
of domestic and international public and private
financial institutions is endless. If service is to be the
new mission of Sogo-Shosha, then the networks and
comprehensive problem-solving ability of Sogo-
Shosha are their strengths. These should be viewed as
assets; their reinforcement will be crucial. It has been
claimed that human resources are the biggest asset of
Sogo-Shosha. This means that they should be
considered as the pivot on which the integrated
networks and functions of Sogo-Shosha revolve.
Ⅱ　New Choices for Sogo-Shosha
When we consider what the future core competence
of Sogo-Shosha ought to be in the present
environment, several options can be presented in
themselves. (Fig. 1)
Fig. 1  New Conceptualization of the Sogo-Shosha as an Intellectual Platform Manager
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1.  Providing an "Intelligence Platform"
In a word, the core competence of Sogo-Shosha is
brand asset, as previously mentioned. A good brand
is credibility; credibility is built on the basis of the
words and actions of each Shosha-man. Therefore, in
shaping the 21st century Sogo-Shosha, it is necessary
to be aware that brand asset built on credibility and
human resources is the core competence of Sogo-
Shosha. What configuration will be used to take
advantage of brand asset is the idea that must now be
pursued.
What is called for is a "spider web" configuration
to replace the conventional robust pyramidal
organizational structure normally used by Sogo-
Shosha. This configuration comprises a "spider" and
"nodes", as well as "thread" connecting these two. It
is crucial to understand that the "spider web"
configuration has no height; it is not a hierarchical,
power-based structure, but a flat, flexible structure held
together by functionality. The nodes form the most
important element of this configuration. Through the
"intelligence platform" these create added value in the
organization. (Fig. 2)
In this case, the intelligence platform can be
considered a "locale" with a specific purpose.
However, "locale" refers not to a concrete location
such as a stock market or public theater, but rather to
a more "virtual" location. The intelligence platform
can be likened to a computer network in which each
computer has it own purpose. The placement of such
a configuration within an organizational plan does not
present a problem due to its virtual existence. What is
important is that the configuration be functional.
The intelligence platform is a place to find suppliers
Fig. 2  The Intelligence Platform Concept
diverse
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and users for services and goods. It is a place where
industrialists and the providers of seed money, called
"angels", are brought together. The intelligence
platform is also a location where M&A opportunities
are made available. Sogo-Shosha will offer this
platform as a for-charge service, but it is people and
credibility that will make possible the proper operation
of the platform and its link to profitability. For
example, Sogo-Shosha could easily become involved
in the exchange of unlisted stock, etc., using credibility
with existing clients as a base. Bringing to bear the
rating function of Sogo-Shosha, a highly reliable
platform can be generated. This is because we can
safely say that the object of "intelligence" is high
added-value and marked originality, and also because
skills, insight and intelligence play a leading role in
the platform.
In the virtual platform configuration, the spider has
a function that is similar to that of conventional
company presidents or managers. However, the
functions of the latter are different from those found
in a flat organization. The spider does not stand at the
top of a hierarchy wielding power and issuing orders.
Rather, in order to ensure that nodes and the
organization as a whole operate effectively, the spider
joins together information and intelligence by wearing
threads. As new nodes are formed, old nodes that have
fulfilled their mission or that have lost their value as
potential generators of added-value are eliminated.
When there is a concern that the momentum of the
intelligence platform is waning, the spider is able to
serve as an impetus for change through active
intervention.
This is why the role of the spider is less that of a
manager and more of a coordinator. Particularly, the
spider is expected to have insight about the present
and the future, which must be made to bear upon the
activities of each node of the intelligence platform. In
determining who will play the role of the spider, it
will not be possible to avoid the process of
appointment by predecessor and approval by general
stockholder meeting as is the case with the selection
of conventional managers. Considering the fact that
the role as a coordinator is being emphasized, even
before approval by stockholders, a spider must receive
a vote of confidence from qualified, leading managers,
because without their support a spider cannot function
as a coordinator. And, since it falls beyond the realm
of consideration of a general stockholder meeting
based on the conventional executive system, which
itself reflects reigning organizational theory, an
employee vote of confidence is especially significant.
Knowledge and information are not the only
elements that flow freely through the thread
connections.
What is most important at these locations is,
naturally, specialist skill. Nodes are composed of
specialists needed for a specific purpose and a few
supplementary staff. In this sense, the phrase "strategic
command" or "unit" is appropriate to describe a node.
However, nodes differ fundamentally from the
"sections" or "departments" (or similar appellations)
of Sogo-Shosha in that the use of managerial resources
is not limited to the use of internal resources; as
necessary, external resources are also used. This is
not an exception, but the rule. Project teams and task
forces within present Sogo-Shosha are the closest
approximation to this concept. Project teams and task
forces are formed to handle issues and matters that
cannot be subsumed under the existing hierarchical
structures of Sogo-Shosha. However, in the 21st
century, nodes will be the normative organizational
configuration for launching and managing ventures.
If the spider's web configuration is not firmly
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supported (by a trunk or an axis), it will lack the
tautness it needs to exist. As the supports proliferate,
the spider's web becomes more stable. (Fig. 3)
In other words, the spider web is a versatile and
flexible entity. There are no dividing walls separating
the inside from the outside. Nodes are generated for a
specific purpose; and when this purpose has been
fulfilled, they disappear. Thus, the spider web
configuration is a different organization from the static,
semi-permanent vertical structure of Sogo-Shosha.
Most managers will feel a sense of foreboding,
questioning whether nodes based on the concepts of
strategic command or unit can themselves generate
the profit necessary to support the foundation of a
large-scale Sogo-Shosha.
This question, which will be taken up shortly, must
tentatively be answered in the negative. To the insight
and intelligence delivered via the spider and thread
nodes add their own specialist skills to create an
intelligence platform. As mentioned, various internal
managerial resources and, without hesitation, any
external resources considered important to create new
business investments are added to this platform. This
is the meaning of the intelligence platform. It is
important to note that managerial resources do not
receive preferential treatment, on the intelligence
platform by virtue of their position as internal
resources. Even when a new business investment is
overwhelmingly composed of external managerial
resources, nodes offer a certain source of revenue for
the provider, owner and operator of the intelligence
platform.
The reason why the query above was tentatively
answered in the negative is that, in the near future, the
fees which Sogo-Shosha have been receiving from
important and large clients will be increasingly
reduced; this is unavoidable. In the next century, the
reasons for the existence of revenue gained from 20th-
century style business structures will continue to be
called into question. This means that if Sogo-Shosha
retain managers to conduct atrophied exchanges (and
the number of such managers is relatively high), it
will be difficult to transform the structures that support
the foundation of such large-scale Sogo-Shosha into
new spider web operational configurations. This
suggests that the Sogo-Shosha of the 21st century
ought to strive to create not the largest organizational
structure possible, but rather an optimal organizational
structure. An optimal organizational structure is
precisely what the spider web offers.
However, this does not mean a contraction in the
scale of the operations of existing Sogo-Shosha. As
nodes proliferate, the spider's web continues to grow,
necessitating an increase in staff, which in turn leads
to improvements in profit ratios and actual profit, not
to mention revenues. However, since staff increases
are expected to be made through the use of external
staff, in many cases, it is necessary to bear in mind
that an increase in full-time employees may not occur.
2.  Creating New Business Investments
Sogo-Shosha will offer intelligence platforms not
only because they perceive them to be profitable, but
for another, more profound reason. That is, Sogo-
Shosha are not simply the providers, owners and
operators of intelligence platforms, they are also
players in the game of business and providers of
specialist services. As such, their operations on
intelligence platforms can provide them new
opportunities for business investments.
Sogo-Shosha invest a significant amount of time,
effort and money into setting up exchanges and
business investments that generate a return only if
successful. After setting up an exchange or business
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Fig. 3  The Sogo-Shosha Spider Web Organization
● In the spider's web organizational configuration, each node integrates internal and external managerial resources
and conducts its activities simultaneousely. The role of the spider is to coordinate all of these activities.
● In this configuration support, a trunk or axis, is crucial. It is no exaggeration to say that internal and external
resources are concentrated on the basis of the eight input sources indicated above. Depending on the degree of
coordination, the spider web is able to grow (proliferate) indefinitely.
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investment, Sogo-Shosha apportion funds, and procure
products and materials. Commissions allow them to
recover costs, and, thereafter, they are able to receive
long-term profit. However, if matters go awry, costs
can never be recovered. In other words, Sogo-Shosha
carry a perennial risk - they may not be able to recoup
their investments. Therefore, in the future, Sogo-
Shosha will need a configuration for reducing risk that
allows them to recover costs on the spot for services
provided. As providers, owners and operators of
intelligence platforms, Sogo-Shosha can earn profit
while gaining a chance to also provide a type of
outsourcing service using their accumulated exchange
execution and operational management knowledge,
etc.
However, the biggest reason for creating
intelligence platforms is that they will give Sogo-
Shosha the opportunity to step out of their supporting
roles and take  leading roles on a stage of their own
creation. By aggressively combining external
managerial resources and their own proprietary
internal resources with external wisdom in a type of
cultural mix, Sogo-Shosha will no doubt be able to
create some revolutionary new business investments.
This approach can be applied to shed new light on
and evaluate current exchanges and business
investments. The hierarchy mentality within Sogo-
Shosha is very strong. Self-completing projects
predominate, so even when insight, specialist ability
and intelligence are accumulated throughout the entire
company, they are not actively utilized. Too often,
these resources remain trapped in a particular
department, limited in range and scope.
When an existing exchange or business investment
has hit a wall, or even when it is at the point of atrophy,
if subject to action not only within the department
concerned, but also processed on the spider web and
through a node on the intelligence platform, where
external managerial resources can be brought to bear,
it becomes possible to acquire a different perspective
from which to re-evaluate the exchange or investment.
Of course, Sogo-Shosha have already been using
this approach on an ad hoc basis. However, it is
important to acknowledge the approach consciously
and apply it regularly in the re-evaluation of all
exchanges and business investments. This approach
will make possible a conception of work based on a
new 21st century intelligence standard.
Through its nodes, the spider web creates multiple
intelligence platforms on which the providers, owners
and operators of the platforms themselves can play a
leading role in their pursuit of profit. This does not
mean, however, that each node is an amoeba, acting
independently of other nodes. Were nodes to disperse
energy along their own individual vectors, they would
hinder the organic union of the total structure and
create confusion in the most important components
flowing through the spider web, namely, information,
knowledge and intelligence, in essence the parts of
the spider web configuration that can be compared to
the blood of a human being. This would create
problems, such as the need for a huge investment of
time and money in order to classify and evaluate a
single piece of information.
The information, knowledge and intelligence that
flow along the thread in the spider web do not reflect
the confusion and arbitrariness of the sender's mind.
They are properly evaluated on the basis of the value
system that exists in the spider web. Failure to do this
results in the inability to deal with the rigors of an era
of information overload. It also gives rise to the
possibility that the spider web will simply disintegrate
in mid-air.
The value systems of corporate entities, including
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Sogo-Shosha, are usually reflected in their corporate
codes or corporate missions. However, in many cases
the purpose of these is to transmit the ideas of company
founders and successive generations of managers to
the constituent members of an organization in order
to mentally prepare them for their work. Corporate
codes and corporate missions are, then, simply
messages aimed at corporate insiders. While this may
be of value, companies with a social presence must
make their value systems known not only within the
company, but must disseminate them broadly and
conduct aggressive disclosure to stakeholders in order
to obtain their support. In the broadest sense, a
company's stakeholders include society. Without
social support, companies cannot expect to develop
and mature.
3. Reevaluation and Rediscovery of the Japanese
Economy
Sogo-Shosha have a uniquely Japanese existence,
reflecting the best aspects of the culture. This has
always been so, and, fundamentally, will continue to
be so in the future. It is not the question of simply
shifting headquarters overseas to determine whether
they can follow a non-Japanese business model or not.
Neither is internationalization a simple question of
adopting the regional headquarters approach. Indeed,
having foreign CEOs and placing foreigners on Boards
of Directors, or even using local staff in managerial
positions, solves no problems.
Basically, Sogo-Shosha were conceived of and
developed as part of the fundamental revitalization
policy (modernization and build up of national wealth
and military power) of the Meiji Restoration
government, when Japan was on the verge of being
colonized by powerful Western countries. Sogo-
Shosha at this time had a strong sense of the
government's objectives and developed their
exchanges and business investments accordingly. In
this sense, their existence was intimately connected
with Japanese culture and society. At least, this is how
it appeared to foreign countries. This is why the
occupying American army totally dismantled both
Mitsui Trading and Mitsubishi Trading after World
War II.
However, like phoenixes rising from the ashes, both
companies miraculously recovered their former glory,
expanding and deepening their operations, and
extending the range of their exchanges and business
investments. In the process they came to symbolize
Japan's reconstruction and development after the war.
When the bubble economy burst decades later, the two
companies recorded huge losses, as did companies in
other industries, perhaps even more so. However, up
to the present, Mitsui and Mitsubishi have not been
able to find a way to get themselves back on the right
path. They now find themselves languishing, along
with the Japanese economy. This fact reveals the
fundamental nature of Sogo-Shosha as uniquely
Japanese corporations. Regardless of how much they
struggle, Sogo-Shosha will never be able to escape
their fate. They are destined to follow a Japanese
business model. Sogo-Shosha form a convoy system
with the Japanese economy. This is precisely why a
reevaluation and rediscovery of the Japanese economy
is necessary.
4.  International Intelligence Platform Provider
However, reevaluating and rediscovering the
Japanese economy will require that Sogo-Shosha
undergo a fundamental change in their thinking and
action in order to meet the exigencies of a new era.
First of all, they will have to acquire a strong sensibility
to risk. The business of Sogo-Shosha is to make money
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from commissions. On the one hand, they are
dependent on revenue from leading products
exchanged within a low risk configuration that
generates miniscule profit, in proportion to risk. On
the other hand, they are moving forward with
participation in projects that carry an unacceptably
high level of risk. Despite the fact that this does not
present a contradiction, the result of not having fixed
views about risk and repeatedly rendering ad hoc
decisions based on situational judgements has,
especially after the collapse of the bubble, necessitated
the amortization of huge insolvent loans and non-
performing assets. This is due to a lack of a clear
standard (ruler) for judging risk.
Even minimal-risk ventures that generate
commissions carry a significant latent risk. Too often
they are not the ostensible havens they appear to be.
General agents, exclusive distributorships and sole
agencies, in essence, commission-generating entities
on which preferential commercial relationships are
based, may appear to be stable, risk-free sources of
revenues, but they are actually castles built in the air.
If an agent refuses to continue honoring its pact with
its Sogo-Shosha a vortex is created into which the
castle disappears.
The potential loss of opportunities is also great.
Regular computer-based exchanges may be very cost-
effective, but they eliminate the possibility for
generating new opportunities that can only come from
direct daily contact with clients, opportunities that are
crucial to the future of Sogo-Shosha.
This shows the danger of trying to predict the 21st
century on the basis of the present Sogo-Shosha
configuration. The point of a revolution in thinking is
not simply to use sensitivity toward risk as a premise
for the handling of conventional goods and services.
Rather, the point is the transformation of Sogo-Shosha
into organizations that can generate, foster, operate,
and reconstitute "risk projects" on an international
scale. The intelligence platform can facilitate this
transformation. At the heart of the new organizations
will be the intelligence assets built up over a number
of years, namely people and credibility.
Reevaluating conventional commission-based "risk
projects" can lead to new opportunities born from the
relationships of mutual trust established between
Sogo-Shosha and their partner and client companies.
Combining forces can facilitate the creation of new
business investments; and the introduction of concepts
to the intelligence platform leads to yet another benefit,
the expectation of mutual development. The provision
of intelligence platforms, the products of superior
"intelligence", on an international level is the new
mission of Sogo-Shosha.
Ⅲ　The Spider Web Organization - Toward
the Reengineering of the 21st Century
Sogo-Shosha
In this way, it is expected that Sogo-Shosha, the
providers, owners and operators of, as well as players
on, intelligence platforms, will make the transition to
highly decentralized, flat spider web organizational
structures. Simply making soft changes or adjusting
the conventional, rigid bureaucratic pyramid
organizational structure will not lead to breaking of
the "one company, one rule" paradigm espoused by
Sogo-Shosha. An organization restructured in such a
way is not an organization that can bring new functions
into play.
Furthermore, the vertical organizational structure
of a holding company, in so far as it is based on
hierarchical thinking, would more than likely nullify
the syncretism that is a part of the Sogo-Shosha's core
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competence. The nodes of a spider web organizational
configuration offer opportunities based on their
respective motifs. The various nodes operate in unison,
creating added-value and providing the impetus for
the further proliferation of nodes. In this way, a
flourishing spider web is formed. Nodes are operated
on the basis of insight, intelligence and skill, with the
spider at the center. Again, the spider is less a manager
with strong leadership, and more a coordinator. In this
organization people are the main players; the
organization, equipped to be accommodating to human
action, plays a subordinate role.
As are other industries, Sogo-Shosha are burdened
with a number of problems. However, unlike banks
Sogo-Shosha live the present using their strength.
Barring a large unforeseen mishap (i.e., a major
investment loss or economic depression) Sogo-Shosha
will survive to see tomorrow (the next few years).
The problem is the day after tomorrow (after the
next few years). If the day after tomorrow is not a
splendid one, filled with dreams and hopes, then all
efforts up to then will have been futile. To avoid such
a scenario, Sogo-Shosha must use today and tomorrow
to prepare themselves for the day after tomorrow.
Between now and then, a major reengineering is
unavoidable. However, the purpose of reengineering
is not downsizing. It is planned to usher in a revolution
in thought that will transform the Sogo-Shosha
concept. In the process of reengineering, elements that
are unnecessary to the 21st century Sogo-Shosha will
in turn fall by the wayside.
The Big Bang is a sign of our times. However, to
class the changes facing Sogo-Shosha (which have
made their way successfully through the minefield of
international business while maintaining their
superiority as uniquely Japanese organizations) with
the cozy, drawn out Big Bang reform experience of
Japanese financial institutions misses the mark. Sogo-
Shosha are fortunate to have a few years, at best. What
they will need in the future is not indecision or
vacillation, but firm resolve and a vigorous
engagement of the reforms that need to be carried out.
This means that Sogo-Shosha must take a harder look
at the world, Japan and themselves.
In the few years that they have been given, Sogo-
Shosha must aggressively adopt not only internal but
also external intelligence, mobilize their accumulated
skills and insights and literally pour their full
intellectual and physical energies into the effort at
transformation. Doing so will reveal the path Sogo-
Shosha must travel to reach their new future.
NOTE:
This paper is an executive summary of the book
"Sogo-Shosha Big-bang" first published in Japanese
in April 1999.
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